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Mexico's Turbulent July 6 Elections: Summary Of Events
&amp; Statements
by John Neagle
Category/Department: General
Published: Tuesday, July 12, 1988
On July 6, Mexican voters went to the polls to elect a president and members of the national
congress, in the most contested race in over 50 years. More than 38 million people were registered
to vote at the country's 54,456 polling places. Final official results, said the government, would be
released Sunday, and preliminary results were to be published on Wednesday night. According
to the Federal Electoral Commission, a modern computer system would make it possible to begin
reporting on results immediately after polls closed at 6 p.m. The five presidential candidates
were: Carlos Salinas de Gortari of the ruling PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party); Cuauhtemoc
Cardenas of the center-left National Democratic Front (FDN); Manuel Clouthier of the conservative
National Action Party (PAN); Gumersindo Magana, of the conservative Mexican Democratic Party
(PDM); and, Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, of the marxist Revolutionary Workers Party (PRT). As has
been traditional for over five decades, the PRI candidate was hand-picked for a six-year term by
the outgoing PRI president, Miguel de la Madrid. The PRI has captured all presidential, senatorial
and gubernatorial races since it took power in 1929. In presidential elections, the PRI candidate
has received no less than a minimum 70% of the vote. Cardenas left the PRI and took many
party members with him when the party refused to hold primaries to select its 1988 presidential
candidate. Supported by three small parties that have traditionally supported the PRI candidate, in
October Cardenas launched his own presidential candidacy under the National Democratic Front.
Later, the candidate of the Mexican Socialist Party withrew from the race and backed Cardenas.
Cardenas' populist platform included promises to suspend payments on Mexico's huge foreign
debt and programs responsive to the needs of the poor majority. In response to complaints of fraud
in past elections, the government promised that this vote would be the most honest in modern
history. Thousands of soldiers and police officers were deployed throughout the country to oversee
balloting. Despite official statements, the political opposition launched new claims of fraud. At a
news conference in Mexico City on the afternoon of July 6, PAN secretary general Abel Vicencio
Tovar said: "We are seeing a persistence of the electoral vices in which the system has been engaged
for many years. It is incapable of changing itself." Tovar said that when he went to vote Wednesday
morning at a polling place 100 yards from his home, where he has lived for the last 23 years, he
found that his name was not included on the list of registered voters. He added that many other
PAN supporters encountered the same problem, and thus could not vote. PAN officials claimed
their accredited election judges had been thrown out of polling places and beaten in states as far
apart as Chihuahua and Veracruz. In the states of Nuevo Leon, Jalisco and Guanajuato, they said,
judges arriving at polling places well before the polls opened found some ballot boxes already
stuffed. The Democratic Assembly for Effective Suffrage, a civic group with ties to the opposition,
said it had received "numerous denunciations" of voting irregularities in the capital. Some polling
places, said the Assembly, in areas where the opposition is strongest had not opened on time,
that ballots had not been delivered at other locations, and that the indelible ink applied to each
voter's right thumb to prevent multiple voting was proving to be easily removed. Members of
Cardenas's campaign staff complained that election officials in Tlaxcala state had refused to permit
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the opening of some voting stations. Elsewhere, they said, the ruling party had illegally replaced
supervisors of polling places and had refused to permit opposition election judges examine ballot
boxes before voting began. [Late in the week preceding the elections, Clouthier and Cardenas
signed an agreement to jointly monitor polling places. More than 200,000 opposition supporters
were estimated to have agreed to serve as election judges, thus giving the opposition a presence at
98% of Mexico's polling places. The opposition parties also established their own parallel system of
tabulation and said they would publicize their own election results.] July 7: Early Thursday morning,
the PRI announced that Salinas had won a "resounding, legal and unobjectionable victory." Later,
the government's Federal Electoral Commission, headed by Manuel Bartlett Diaz, released only
very fragmentary results. Results from 1,100 of the country's 54,456 polling places made public
showed Salinas with 96,379 votes, compared with 80,680 for Cardenas and 37,372 for Clouthier.
Salinas told supporters at the party headquarters in Mexico City: "The era of what is practically
a single party is ending and we are now entering a new phase in the political life of the nation,
with a majority party and very intense competition from the opposition." Porfirio Munoz Ledo,
chief political strategist for Cardenas, said the candidate was running ahead in the capital and in
at least 12 of Mexico's 31 states. "This election was a plebiscite against the government and fraud
that has buried the PRI...The proof they are defeated is that they shut down the computer system,"
said Munoz Ledo, a former PRI president and Cabinet minister who broke with the party last
year. Electoral Commission president Bartlett criticized Cardenas and Clouthier for accusations
of vote fraud and called on them to employ "political criteria" in resolving the dispute. This was
immediately interpreted by many Mexicans as an offer by the government and the PRI to negotiate
a settlement with the opposition. When an unnamed PAN leader was asked by a New York Times
correspondent if his party was interested in accepting increased representation in the Senate and
Chamber of Deputies in return for recognition of a Salinas victory, he responded: "Why should we
accept that? The presidency is within reach." In the afternoon, Cardenas and Clouthier rejected the
PRI's claims. Cardenas likened it to a "preemptive strike at dawn." Clouthier said PAN was in first
place in several districts in the north and center of the country. At a news conference, Cardenas said,
"We do not and cannot accept the triumphalism of the official party." He accused PRI president
Jorge de la Vega Dominguez, who claimed victory for the party, of "a lack of seriousness in his
conduct," and the party of "trying, through stage management, to win political positions it does
not deserve." The potential for vote manipulation was reduced by a change made for this election:
the public posting of results at each polling place as soon as votes are counted. At first, both the
Commission and the PRI said results were not available because of a breakdown of telephone lines
feeding their respective central computer systems. Throughout his campaign, Salinas claimed
he wanted more pluralism and democracy in the Mexican political system. Salinas, perceived
as representative of the so-called technocrat faction of the PRI, was not a welcome candidate for
old guard party factions. The Monterrey newspaper El Norte reported that Joaquin Hernandez
Galicia, leader of the oil workers' union and described as a long-time Salinas opponent, told union
members on the afternoon of July 5 to vote for Cardenas. Oil workers interviewed Wednesday
by the Times at a polling place outside a refinery in the capital confirmed that they had received
such a directive. At a news conference late Thursday evening, Cardenas released unofficial figures
showing that Salinas was behind by a substantial margin. He said the 2,2 million votes counted
from 3,903 of the country's 54,456 polling places gave him 54% of the vote, compared to 24% for
Salinas and 17% for Clouthier. He added that he expected the margin to narrow as his campaign
workers made more returns available. "I'm not saying I've won. I'm just saying that the results that
I have seen indicate that I am leading," said Cardenas. July 8: Figures derived from the Electoral
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Commission and leaked by the PRI showed Salinas in the lead with 47.4% of the vote nationwide,
followed by Cardenas with 26.7%, and Clouthier, 20.7%. The document was made available to
several foreign correspondents, including from AP, AFP and the New York Times. PRI sources also
acknowledged that Salinas was defeated by Cardenas in Mexico City and at least four states. The
commission postponed until Sunday delivery of further official results. The delay was attributed
to computer problems and bad weather in some regions of the country causing problems with
phone lines. [Later, the Electoral Commission distributed figures to all political parties, based on
52% of the polling places reporting. This tally showed that Salinas had 48.7% of the vote; Cardenas,
29.7%, and Clouthier, 16.7%.] At an afternoon news conference, Clouthier accused Salinas of
acting "irresponsibly" in announcing a victory without supplying vote totals. Clouthier said the
government was delaying announcing the results because it wanted "to apply makeup" to figures
that will show that it is the "third political force in the nation." According to a report by the Times,
unnamed government officials said the commission's failure Friday to disclose even partial election
returns was the result of an accord among all political parties intended to prevent greater discord
about vote totals. Opposition leaders denied that any such agreement had been reached. On an
evening televised news program, PRI chairperson for Mexico City, Guillermo Jimenez Morales,
demanded a recount of votes in the capital on grounds that ballots for Cardenas had been counted
more than once because he appeared as the nominee of four different registered parties. The call
for a recount derived from the PRI's old guard who are reportedly loathe to admit the party's losses.
According to the Mexican daily Uno Mas Uno (07/09/88), on July 8 the Foreign Relations Ministry
dispatched a telex to its embassies in Western Europe calling on diplomats to counter the negative
image of the recent elections disseminated in the foreign press. The Ministry's telex recommended
that the diplomats point out features generally ignored by foreign correspondents, such as the high
turnout, the presence of opposition party judges at the majority of polling places, the absence of
violent incidents, and the scarcity of proof of alleged fraud presented by the opposition. July 9:
At a news conference shortly before 3 a.m., Cardenas called the recount move "very grave" and
vowed to fight it legally. A Cardenas backer and opposition Senate candidate, former PRI president
Porfirio Munoz Ledo, called the rationale for the recount "idiotic" and said it was impossible for
polling-place officials to have made the mistake of counting a single ballot as more than one vote.
In statements to the Washington Post, an unnamed PRI representative on the commission who
supports Salinas, said that Jimenez Morales "displayed an unforgivable lack of political tact" by
demanding the recount. "It's absurd. What do you want, a civil war in the Federal District?" The
source added that Jimenez Morales was trying to "rescue himself" because the entire party was
paying the price for a poor campaign and the selection of "terrible" PRI congressional candidates in
the capital. Jorge Castaneda, a political science professor, told the Post: "The call for a recount in the
Federal District casts a shadow over the entire process. It's obviously a political maneuver...What's
going on is that they (the PRI) added everything up and came up short." Castaneda said the votes
for Salinas from the countryside, considered the PRI's most reliable power base, "are not enough
to compensate for the tremendous losses in the cities." He added that he was no longer certain
whether Salinas actually won the election a victory that he and most other Mexicans had considered
a foregone conclusion throughout the campaign. "Everything the PRI is doing is indicating that the
race is much, much closer than anyone had imagined and that it is not inconceivable that Cardenas
could have won." [Some Mexican political analysts, seeking to explain the "Cardenas phenomenon,"
said the populist candidate of a leftist coalition had surged in popularity during the final two weeks
before the vote. Being the son of Lazaro Cardenas, the most revered president this century, brought
him immediate name recognition. His mestizo ancestry, shared by 90% of the Mexican population,
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contributed to a perception among lower-class voters that Cardenas is a "real Mexican" with whom
they could identify. According to Castaneda, polls showing Cardenas in second place, ahead of
PAN, "also created a snowball effect by making Cardenas a much more credible alternative." At
the same time, Cardenas began to tone down some of his more radical economic populism and
"became much more of a symbol of a need to democratize the country," Castaneda said. Cardenas is
considered a dull speaker, but nonetheless holds crowds enthralled. Writer and social commentator
Carlos Monsivais has called Cardenas "the anticharismatic charismatic leader." Said Castaneda,
"He's boring but honest."] Late Saturday night at a press conference, Cardenas declared that he
had won the presidential election. He said this assertion was based on "reliable information derived
from inside the government." "I give this information with total responsibility, conscious of its
importance and consequences," said Cardenas. "If the government's candidate...is elected by
fraud...it would be technically equivalent to a coup d'etat," and would lead Mexico into a "situation
of ungovernability." Cardenas called for a "popular mobilization" to prevent the governing party
from stealing the election. Following his statement, Cardenas met with Clouthier, who earlier in
the evening had led more than 50,000 PAN followers in a march on the main plaza in Mexico City.
Clouthier announced that the PAN would immediately begin an indefinite campaign of "peaceful
civil resistance" aimed at protesting what he called "the most vulgar vote fraud in Mexican history."
July 10: Thousands gathered at vote tallying centers around the country to protest the delay in
announcing official results of the presidential elections. Followers of Cardenas joined Clouthier
supporters at many of the 300 district offices where results were still being tabulated. The Federal
Election Commission continued meeting in Mexico City and released results from some scattered
congressional races. There was no indication when totals from the presidential vote might be
announced. In the northern border state of Chihuahua, a PAN stronghold, protesters formed an
automobile barricade that shut down the Pan-American Highway near the state capital. In Juarez,
one of three bridges to the US was also blocked by PAN followers. In one of the two first districts
announced Sunday morning, the opposition described as implausible the fact that 5,000 more votes
were counted in the proportional representation than had been cast in the direct popular vote. There
were also charges that a PAN candidate for deputy was assaulted during the morning and that vote
tallies were taken from him. Late Sunday afternoon, the Federal Electoral Commission recessed
for three hours without disclosing any results from the presidential vote. The panel promised
to resume deliberations later in the day and to remain in continuous session until results were
available. Opposition members of the commission charged that the delays were part of an effort
by the government to gain time to alter the results in favor of Salinas. They argued that as time
drags on, it becomes more likely that the real vote may never be known. According to Alan Riding
of the New York Times (07/11/88), there is mounting evidence that officials inside the government
and the PRI are saying that Cardenas was the winner of the election. Aides to Cardenas said they
also had information that many civil servants and governing party members, and a significant
number of army officers and soldiers, had voted for Cardenas. "I have the theory that Salinas is
a victim of a huge betrayal within the party," said Felipe Bravo Mena, chief political adviser to
Clouthier. "There are people who supported Salinas in public and backed Cardenas in private."
July 11: The Federal Electoral Commission released official results, based on nearly three-quarters
of the vote, Salinas received 52.89%; Cardenas, 29.1%; Clouthier, 16.68%; Gumersindo Magana of
the Mexican Democratic Party (PDN), 0.89%; and, Rosario Ibarra de Piedra of the Revolutionary
Workers Party (PRT), 0.38%. According to the commission's figures, about 47% of the country's 38
million registered voters are estimated to have cast ballots on July 6. This figure is in sharp contrast
to government statements regarding an extraordinarily high turnout of up to 60% on election
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day. Government and PRI officials at first claimed that the high turnout was one of the factors
contributing to a computer breakdown on election night. The opposition parties argued that the
voter rolls were inflated by at least 30% to allow the PRI to manufacture real vote totals and that
no more than 20 million people could actually be expected to vote. The official results showed the
opposition making significant gains in the Chamber of Deputies, with PAN reportedly acquiring
numerous seats in the direct vote and many more through proportional representation. PRI officials
also stated that the opposition will for the first time be represented in the Senate. At least eight seats
were taken by the opposition, mostly followers of Cardenas. At a press conference, Cardenas said
he would "under no circumstances recognize" a Salinas victory, arguing that "the concealment of
electoral information and the slowness with which it is being made known has made the official
figures lose their credibility...The figures of the Federal Electoral Commission are not believable
and can only be the product of fraud." At a press conference in Mexico City, Clouthier called on
all Mexicans to participate in a referendum to decide on the validity of the elections described as
the "most fraudulent in history." "The election [results] are unacceptable. We want the support of
the people. For this, we are calling for a referendum for the 30th and 31st of this month with the
objective of demonstrating that the people can be much more responsible than the government
we have which intends to perpetuate itself in power." Clouthier said he would press charges on
Tuesday against Jose Neaman Valenzuela, president of the National Electoral Registry, part of the
Federal Electoral Commission. Neaman was accused of responsibility for alleged fradulent practices
observed during the elections. Clouthier said that the Mexican government has demonstrated its
inability to organize creditable elections: "There were two elections, that of July 6 by the people,
and that manufactured by the government tonight...With the figures provided [by the Commission]
I cannot affirm that I have won. But I find it impossible to know just who was the victor...The data
that we have leads us to affirm that in many...cities there were majorities for PAN, and in others, for
Cardenas...but the least for PRI." Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, candidate of the Revolutionary Workers
Party (PRT), told reporters that the evidence of electoral fraud was undeniable. She said, "We will
not lower our guard, nor negotiate a single vote, even though it may be in our benefit. But, we also
demand that the votes given us by the people be recognized." Ibarra stated that she would continue
to call upon Cardenas to convoke a national mobilization in defense of the vote which elected him
president. (Basic data from several reports by AP, AFP, Uno Mas Uno, New York Times, Washington
Post)

-- End --
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